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Understanding teens’ developing mindsLocal news briefs

UH to commemorate Martin 
Luther King, Jr. at Shabbat 
service on Jan. 14

United Hebrew Congregation will com-
memorate Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. at 
a Shabbat service at 7:30 p.m. Friday, Jan. 14 
in the Millstone Sanctuary, located at 13788 
Conway Road in west St. Louis County.

“It is an honored tradition at United Hebrew 
to call to mind Dr. King’s message and inspi-
ration through our annual service of com-
memoration. His vision helped to shape 
American society and his work led us on the 
path of fulfilling the ideals upon which our 
country was founded,” said Rabbi Howard G. 
Kaplansky. “It is equally important that we 
dedicate ourselves to the real-
ization of his ideals.”

The congregation also wel-
comes guest speaker, Rev. Dr. 
Allen Dwight Callahan, 
Visiting Professor of New 
Testament at Eden 
Theological Seminary, and 
the dance troupe, God’s 
Prophetic Vessels.

Cantor Ron Eichaker, Rabbi 
Brigitte S. Rosenberg and 
members of the U.H. choir 
and congregation recently participated with 
Callahan and the dance troupe in an inter-
faith workshop and service at the “Beloved 
Community Conference” held in October at 
St. John’s United Church of Christ on Grand 
Boulevard.

Rabbi Rosenberg said that it was an honor 
to participate in the interfaith service at St. 
John’s, adding, “We are so pleased that we 
will again have the opportunity to join togeth-
er in worship as we take another step forward 
on the path to fulfillment of Dr. King’s dream.” 

The service will be followed by an Oneg 
Shabbat dessert reception.  Both events are 
open to the community.

For more information, call 314-469-0700 or 
visit  www.unitedhebrew.org.

Nishmah’s plans first 2011 
Salon

Now in its fifth season, the Nishmah Salon 
series continues into 2011 with its third salon 
from 7:30 to 9 p.m. Tuesday, Jan. 11 and from 
10 to 11:30 a.m. Wednesday, Jan. 12.  Both are 
hosted in private homes; locations given upon 
registration.  

The January salons are titled “Jewish 
Identity in a Culture of Choice.”  In today’s 
world, choices are endless.  We choose every-
thing from the exact composition of our coffee 
drinks to the designs of our cell phones.  This 
salon will explore how our culture of choice 
impacts our Jewish identify now and into the 
future.  

The Nishmah Salon is a living room-based 
discussion that affords women a unique oppor-
tunity to connect and engage with intelligent 
and curious women on topics of interest to us 
as women and Jews.  Women of all ages are 
invited to participate.  Morning salons are facil-
itated by licensed social worker Ilene Joseph, 
and evening salons are facilitated by Jewish 
educator Ronit Sherwin.  Participation fee is 
$12 per salon.  

To RSVP and for location information, call 
or email the Nishmah office at 314-862-2777 or 
nishmah@msn.com.  

By Ellie Grossman
Special to the Light

The transformation from child to adult 
is complicated, to say the least. To begin 
with, puberty starts younger than ever, 
between the ages 8 and 12 for girls and 9 
and 14 in boys. 

As neuroscientists have discovered 
that a crucial part of the brain under-
goes extensive growth and change dur-
ing puberty, adolescence can make the 
terrible twos seem like, well, child’s play. 
For example, the same characteristics of 
a toddler—stubborn, impulsive, self-cen-
tered, emotional, rebellious—resurface 
in later years as a teenager. 

Only this time when a teenager throws 
a temper tantrum, a timeout is no longer 
a valid discipline. Not only that, the con-
sequences of their defiant actions are 
more serious, especially if they put their 
lives and the lives of others at risk by 
being sexually active or using drugs and 
alcohol. Of course not all teenagers 
engage in this high-risk behavior, but 
their unpredictable personalities are 
bizarre nonetheless.

With the aid of new technologies such 
as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), 
researchers are finding evidence that 
the brain is actually under construction 
for decades.  The vast majority of brain 
development takes place in two basic 
stages. The first stage is called “blossom-
ing,” which occurs in utero and through-
out the first several months of life. At 
that time the human brain grows at a 
lightning-quick pace and produces mil-
lions of brain cells. 

The second wave occurs roughly 
between ages 10 and 13 and is quickly 
followed by a “pruning” process in 
which the brain breaks down its weak-
est and least used connections. A favor-
ite phrase of neuroscientists is “neurons 
that fire together wire together,” explains 
David Walsh, a nationally renowned 
psychologist and author of the book, 
“Why Do They Act That Way?” 

According to Walsh’s 
practical parent survival 
guide, “The more (neu-
rons) fire together—
pass on an electrical 
charge from one cell to 
another—the stronger 
the connec t ions 
between the neurons 
become. By firing 

repeatedly, the neurons that do the work 
of thinking make the connection strong 
enough to hold, such as when we learn a 
foreign language. If we don’t use certain 
neurons, they don’t get wired into the 
networks and, as a result, they are 
expendable.”  

For example, if teens are involved in 
music or sports or academics, those are 
the cells and connections that will be 
hardwired. If all they do is lie on the 
couch and watch television or play video 
games, those are the cells and connec-
tions that will survive. The brain cells 
used most during puberty and adoles-
cence are the ones that will become hard 
wired and most used in adulthood, so 
unless their future career is inventing 
the latest video game for Nintendo, 
they’re wasting their time. 

As adolescents physically grow into 
their adult bodies, their nervous systems 
are still very immature. So what exactly 
is going on inside a teen’s kepala? To 
start with, fireworks explode in the pre-
frontal cortex (PFC), which is the part of 
the brain located just behind the fore-
head and is key to understanding adoles-
cents. The PFC, by the way, is the last 
brain area to develop.

“The PFC, or executive center of the 
brain, regulates how the brain and other 
parts of the body function. Think of it as 
the conductor of the symphony or the 
CEO of a company,” says Dan Weinstein, 
a St. Louis licensed psychologist who 
specializes in children, adolescents, and 
young adults struggling with difficult 
emotional, behavioral, and relationship 
issues. “This area is responsible for 
understanding cause and effect relation-
ships, drawing from past experience to 
guide future behavior, planning, 
sequencing, making decisions, sustain-
ing attention, controlling impulses, regu-
lating mood, and other vital brain func-
tions,” adds Weinstein, also known as 
“Dr. Dan” in our neck of the woods and 
a valuable local resource for families. 

Another area of the 
brain that experiences 
rapid change is the 
amygdala, which is asso-
ciated with emotional 
and gut responses. New 
imaging studies suggest 
that teens interpret emo-
tional information with 
this reactive part of the brain whereas 
adults rely more heavily on the more 
thinking regions, the frontal cortex. 
Scientists speculate that this may 
explain why teens have trouble modulat-
ing their emotional responses. 

Other brainstorms throughout adoles-
cence occur in the corpus callosum, 
which is a cable of nerves that connects 
the two hemispheres of the brain and is 
believed to be involved in creativity and 
problem solving, and the cerebellum, 
which involves the coordination of 
thinking processes, as well as muscles 
and physical movement. 

Still another puzzling aspect of adoles-
cent behavior—sleep—really hits a 
nerve for many parents. 

“During puberty the way the brain 
regulates sleep changes and the amount 
of required sleep starts to change,” says 
Weinstein. “Also the sleep/wake cycle 
makes a shift. Melatonin—the hormone 
that helps regulate sleep—changes in 
terms of when it activates and causes 
fatigue. Teenagers in general do not 
become tired until later in the evening 
and are less alert early in the morning. 
They also tend to stay up later in 
response to body cues, plus using social 
networking, chat rooms and playing 
video games late at night doesn’t help 
either. Consequently, they do not receive 
the nine to nine-and-a-half  hours of 
sleep recommended, and yet they are 
expected to wake up early for school.”

In addition, Weinstein says that sleep 
deprivation can impair memory and 

compromise the immune system. 
Research shows that after we go to sleep 
the brain consolidates and practices 
what we learn during the day, which 
means for teens that sleep after a lesson 
is as important as a good night’s rest 
before a test or exam.

So what does all this mean to parents 
and, most importantly, how can we moti-
vate our teens to throw their wet towels 
in the laundry basket as effortlessly as 
they dunk a basketball into a hoop?

Thousands of years before the posi-
tron emission tomography (PET) and 
other powerful machines were invented 
to study the brain, the wise Jewish schol-
ars foresaw the best way to deal with 
teenagers. In the Talmud, for instance, 
the centuries-old advice on modern fam-
ily dynamics is written, “Be it your way 
to thrust him off with the left hand and 
draw him to you with the right hand.” In 
other words, practice tough love, baby. 

Despite all the new scientific advanc-
es, researchers suggest that the most 
beneficial thing for teenagers is family 
support and a loving relationship with 
their parents. Even though our teens 
seem to push us away, they want us to be 
there for them. The developmental task 
of a teen is to begin to separate from 
their parents and connect with us in a 
more adult way. It’s our job as parents to 
provide structure, guidance, and help 
keep them on the right track as their 
brain undergoes major construction. 
Weinstein suggests good communica-
tion is essential, and so is striking a bal-
ance between boundaries and freedom. 

“Parents need to set firm and consis-
tent limits and consequences, provide 
clear expectations, and follow through 
with those limits and consequences,” 
says Weinstein. “Logical consequences 
are best, and they also need to be realis-
tic and enforceable, not just empty 
threats. For example, a teen can write a 
letter of apology after causing a serious 
insult or an injury to someone, lose text 
privileges for a period of time if home-
work is not complete, or lose the privi-
lege of the car if an agreed upon curfew 
is broken.” 

As parents we need to hang in there, 
keep our cool, and practice what we 
preach, says Weinstein.  “Even though 
the changes in the teenage brain can be 
a strong contributor to behavioral and 
emotional disruption, parents are 
responsible to help their teenager gain 
better self-control,” says Weinstein. 
“How teenagers manage their own 
impulses, emotions, and behaviors later 
in life is strongly shaped by experience 
that occurs in adolescence.” 

Correction

In the article “Legislators brief JCRC on goals for 
next session,”  which appeared in the Dec. 29,  2010 
edition of the St. Louis Jewish Light, an incorrect 
number was given for the total membership of the  
Missouri House of Representatives.  There are 163 
members of the House, and in the new session that 
opens Wednesday, Jan. 4, there will be 106 
Republicans and  59 Democrats.  In the Senate, 
there are  34 members, of which there will be 26 
Republicans and eight Democrats.
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